Talking Heads 






























| rE thousen of years, peop tis to . 
| artist have rarely been content on with h faithful record ngs ¢ of p 


: surface appea 
guide, seek ou 
much n they tell ee 


CLASSIC COURT 
Roman, Domitian, about a.p. go. 


How does a portrait reveal a person’s inner 
personality? Look at this face. What do his 
sneering lips, plump face, and carefully 
curled wig say to you? 


The Roman Emperor Domitian (ruled A.p. 
81-96) had a reputation for cruelty, self- 
indulgence, and vanity. The ancient Romans valued portraits that 
did not resort to flattery but instead portrayed the person as he 
was—even if he was the Emperor. 


CLASSIC COURT 
Romano-Egyptian, Portrait of a Woman, about a.p. 200-230 


How do you want to be remembered? In Egypt at 

this time, portraits like this could be hung in the 

home, but after the person died they were put 
on that person’s mummy—recording his or her 
identity for all eternity. 


We don't know the name of this woman, 
but her portrait tells us something about her 
anyway. She is shown wearing her finest gold 
and pearl jewelry. In fact, the cost of materials for 
such a.portrait—especially the wood, which was scarce 
in Egypt—would have been too expensive for the average family. 
What do you think she wanted people to remember about her and 
her family? 


GALLERY 15 
Hans Muelich, Portrait of a Man, 1540 


Notice this man’s confident gaze, velvet robes, and the luxuriously 
paneled interior in which he is painted. What do these say 
about him and how important he was? 










At this time in history, painted portraits became a 
popular way for newly wealthy merchants and profes- 
sionals to communicate their own sense of impor- 
tance and social position. This man commissioned 
the leading painter in Munich at the time to 
paint his portrait and that of his wife (also in 
TMAss collection). Prominently displayed in 
his home, this portrait declared his identity 
as an important, successful citizen. 











GALLERY 23 
Thomas de Keyser, The Syndics of the Amsterdam 
Goldsmiths Guild, 1627 


Can a portrait be good for business? This portrait would have 
hung in public view. Its purpose was to convey the integrity of 
these men and the guild they represented. How does a painting 
convey integrity? é 


These men were responsible for ensuring the quality 
of materials and workmanship of the guild regulat- 
ing the production of metalwork in Amsterdam. 
Details in the portrait highlight tools necessary 
to ensure the purity of precious metals. A pile 
of luxury silver belts attests to the quality of 
the guild's workmanship. Equally impor- 
tant, the men’s direct gazes establish a 
relationship with the viewer, sending 
the message “you can trust us.” 









GALLERY 28B 
Jean-Marc Nattier, Princesse de Rohan, 1741 


Why would someone choose to be shown in a costume, instead 
of real clothes? When this portrait was painted, artists wanted to 
capture an individual's personality and 
interests, not just their appearance or 
social status. 


How can you paint personality? Here, 
the artist uses setting and costume not 
to represent a real place or real clothes, 
but to symbolize the Princess’s inner self. 
Her clothing looks like the drapery on 
ancient sculpture, alluding to her “classic” and timeless beauty. The 
wild natural setting symbolizes her open and engaging character. 
Shown reading from a book of “universal history,” her thirst for 
knowledge is expressed. | 








GALLERY 32 
William Holman Hunt, Fanny Waugh Hunt, 1866-68 










What do you think about when you see a photograph 
of someone you know? Does seeing their image re- 
mind you of more than what they look like? Some- 
times a portrait is meant to trigger memories. 


William Holman Hunt began this portrait of 
his wife, Fanny, in 1866 while she was eight 
months pregnant (the chair conceals her 
condition). Fanny died of complications 

two months after their son was born. The grieving Hunt finished the 
portrait as a memorial to his wife, and so that his son would have 

an image of his mother. Hunt surrounded Fanny with the kinds of 
artistic objects—Chinese vase, Venetian glass bowl, watercolor paint- 
ings—that must have been part of the couple’s life together. 


GALLERY 1 
Chuck Close, Alex, 1987 


Would you like to see your face in all its imperfections presented six 
times larger than life? Chuck Close’s portraits emphasize his belief 
that people’s faces provide clues about their lives. 


Chuck Close takes close-up Polaroids of 
his family and friends, then transfers the 
images onto large canvases using a grid. 
He paints abstract dabs of color in each 
square of the grid. Exploring the face ona 
large scale, his method achieves a unique 
insight into the psychology of his subjects. 
Alex Katz, himself an artist, is here shown 
in an intimate, even unflatteringly honest way 
that suggests an assertive and uncompromising 
personality. As Close has said, “a person's face isakindofroadmapto 
their life, and imbedded in the imagery is a great deal of evidence, if 
you want to decode it.” 
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